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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            PREMATURE METAMORPHOSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kynnis put four of her pudgy green hands against her face and wrapped another two around her nauseated middle.  She could feel the soft skin of her face wrinkling and cracking, preparing to split open.  It was too early.  Much too early.  She wasn’t supposed to go through her chrysalis phase for years yet, but she could feel it happening.  “I’m scared,” she said.

      “Should I take you home?” Korvax asked, his pointy muzzle twitching to one side in the funny way he had.  The quills on his back rattled, fluffing out with worry for his young friend.  She was only a child.  He shouldn’t have agreed to bring her up in his spaceship to see her world from a distance.  But she’d pleaded so prettily, and he was a sucker for enthusiasm.  A fool, as all of his own people had always said.  That’s how he’d ended up traveling so far away, making himself part of an entirely different world, surrounding himself with an entirely different people—aliens who looked like butterflies when they were fully grown.  He loved living among them.

      “I think... it’s too late,” Kynnis said, and those were the last words she ever spoke with her caterpillar lips.  They shriveled away, leaving a smooth, crystalline surface underneath.  A faceless face.

      Korvax crouched beside his young friend, pleading and coaxing, “Don’t die, don’t die.”

      Kynnis wanted to reassure him, but her old mouth was gone, and the new one wasn’t finished forming.  She wasn’t dying.  But she was changing.  Korvax had never seen one of the Ollallans he lived among transform from child to adult.  Mostly, he lived among the children, knowing they transformed but not knowing what it looked like.  So, he didn’t know this was normal.  Technically, normal.  Physically, normal.  Just... early.  So very, very early.

      Kynnis wasn’t ready.

      But she had to be ready.

      It was happening.

      Like her mouth, now her eyes began to crack and crumble.  Her vision fractured, then grew milky around the cracks.  The milkiness spread, placing a film between herself and the outside world.  She could still see Korvax, but the vision was blurry.  Only a dark shape, kneeling over her.  Then even his voice began to grow muffled, as if he were speaking to her through a pane of glass.

      And Kynnis found herself separated from the outside world.  All the parts of her that had interfaced with the outside world—eyes, aural canals, mouth, and even her pudgy green hands and feet—were withering away as replacements grew inside.  But right now, she was a soupy, gooey mush of organs, rearranging and restructuring.  Maturing.  It was terrifying.  And exciting.

      Why was this happening?  Had she done something wrong?  Something that triggered her chrysalis phase so many years earlier than it should have come?

      Kynnis spent all her time with Korvax, the funny quill-backed Xantrosian.  She ate the strange foods he cooked, played with the high-tech devices he’d brought from his world, and had even let him take her up in his spaceship to see her world from above the sky.

      But questions of why faded from Kynnis’s mind as the world outside faded farther and farther away.  Questions of why were related to memories, and the deeper her mind fell inside itself—with nothing external to draw her thoughts away—the more she found herself pondering different futures.

      “The past is already chosen.  The future is full of possibilities.”

      The words echoed in Kynnis’s mind, larger than any thought she’d ever had before.  As if someone was speaking to her.  Someone so large, so large she could hardly conceive of them.  As large as an entire world.  Her mind felt almost too small to hold such words.  And yet, the meaning of them became crystal clear to her:  she could see the threads, the pathways, the different options for the future, as if she were looking at a tangle of yarn.  A spider’s web of futures opened up in front of her, and she saw the threads glisten, sparkling like dew drops on strands of nearly invisible silk.

      Her mind was at the center.  All she had to do was:  choose.

      Choose a thread.

      Choose a path.

      Choose the reality that would become real, the one she would emerge into as a full grown Ollallan, wings still wet and waiting to unfurl.

      She would have wings!  In every future, she would have wings.

      Kynnis had always known that one day she would have wings, but that day had always seemed so far off.  That was why she had begged Korvax to take her beyond the sky on his funny metal spaceship that didn’t look like it should be able to fly.  She hadn’t been able to wait.

      “Which path will you take, little one?”

      The voice was filled with warmth and love.

      Kynnis considered the possibilities.  She saw paths that led to long lives surrounded by children—caterpillars of her own, who she would hatch and raise with Korvax’s help.  In every path, he stayed her steadfast friend.  Kynnis’s mind slid from one path to another, each bright and shining.  There were so many choices, but many of them were marred by a great darkness, looming and overshadowing the happiness.

      Then—away from the great tangle of threads, all twisted together, all similar in many ways—Kynnis saw one path, unlike the others.

      A short life.  A single egg laid which she wouldn’t live to see hatch, but Korvax would tend to it and raise the caterpillar who hatched.

      And oh, the life of that child!

      Kynnis saw faces around her potential, hypothetical, possible child—funny, fuzzy, furry faces.  More mammalian creatures—like Korvax, but also different—would come to her world, and her child would meet them.

      Could meet them.

      If Kynnis chose that path.

      But better yet?

      The looming darkness, the overshadowing cloud didn’t mar that path.  The thread glistened brightly as far as Kynnis could see into the future.  Somehow, the funny, fuzzy, furry faces kept the darkness away.

      If Kynnis understood what she was seeing with her newly multi-faceted eyes, still growing inside her chrysalis-ensconced self, she had the chance to save her entire world by choosing the right path.

      Her choice became no choice.  How could she choose a long life for herself at the expense of her entire people?

      Kynnis’s mind snapped into place, and the visions of alternate realities, a whole multiverse of possible futures, began to fade.  All that was left was a singular, certain vision that would haunt and tantalize her for the rest of her days, the entirety of her life to come, her life with wings.

      The image was of a feline face, gray and fluffy, with piercing green eyes that stared mysteriously at Kynnis from a future she wouldn’t live to see.

      But her daughter would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            BELATED PROMOTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander Janessa Carroway’s green eyes reflected the stars as she watched through the shuttle’s windows.  She knew the shuttle was approaching Nexus Nine Base, but she didn’t look at that looming metal structure.  She’d heard about the space station’s unusual architecture—all interconnected hexagons and triangles; pointy and angular instead of smooth and sweeping like most Tri-Galactic Union star bases, since it had originally been a Reptassan station.  Carroway didn’t want to be here.  It was a bad sign for what her next assignment would be.

      “Jan, do you think that will be our new ship?” the Morphican piloting the shuttle asked, pointing at a small ship docked at Nexus Nine Base.  His long rabbit ears were flat back behind his head, and his nose twitched furiously.  In spite of the cyborg components that explicitly regulated his emotions, Lt. Vossie looked concerned.

      Mild concern was the strongest emotion Jan Carroway had ever seen reflected in her rabbit-like compatriot’s demeanor.

      Carroway was a Norwegian Forest cat with wild, untamable fur.  She stood a head taller than most other cats, fluffy gray fur straining to escape the collar and cuffs of her Tri-Galactic Navy uniform.  For an uplifted Earth feline, she was huge, which still left her substantially smaller than a lot of dogs.  And the Tri-Galactic Navy was filled with dogs.

      Lt. Vossie, on the other paw, was a tawny brown rabbit-like alien, approximately the size of a small cat.  With his long ears standing tall, he came to Carroway’s shoulder.  But in addition to his small size, he had the blunt claws and buck teeth of a vegetarian prey animal.  His people were so naturally fearful that they’d developed highly advanced cyborg tech to elevate themselves above their fear.

      Tubes in Lt. Vossie’s tawny neck fed artificial hormones into his body, constantly tweaking the chemical mix that bathed his brain, keeping it emotionally steadied, and a computer implant on his brow allowed his brain to interface directly with an AI that could whisper soothing probabilities straight into his mind, reminding him that fear was only fear and he didn’t need to let it rule him.

      Cmdr. Carroway had come to depend heavily on Lt. Vossie and his preternatural calmness in dangerous situations.  The fact that the hot-headed Norwegian Forest cat and cool-minded Morphican worked so well together was part of why they were here, approaching a space station she didn’t want to go to.

      Carroway deigned to follow the angle of Lt. Vossie’s gesture and gazed, briefly, at the small ship.  It looked brand new.  But it also looked small.  And well-armed.  Very well-armed.  The whole tiny ship was bristling with electron torpedoes and blazor canons.

      “I don’t want to captain a ship like that one,” Cmdr. Carroway grumbled.  Her voice was deep for a cat.  She supposed she looked warlike with her sharp teeth, pointed ears, and bushy fur that flared around her face like an unruly mane.  But she wanted to pursue science, diplomacy...  The peaceful side of the Tri-Galactic Union.

      “We still don’t know that you’re being promoted,” Lt. Vossie pointed out pedantically as he finished docking their shuttle with a satisfying ka-thunk.  The sound felt very final, like a prison door sliding shut.

      Carroway gave Vossie a withering look.  Her feline eyes could smolder like green fire when she wanted them to.

      Lt. Vossie folded, admitting, “Okay, yes, the probabilities suggest very strongly that we’re being re-stationed because you’re about to be promoted.  It is exceedingly rare for a TGN officer with the rank of commander to receive a Silver Paw award for exceptional service during military action and not receive promotion to captain within the year.”

      It had already been more than a year since the skirmish with the Archidopteran fleet where Cmdr. Carroway and Lt. Vossie had distinguished themselves by disregarding their captain’s orders and executing an extremely difficult maneuver that resulted in saving their ship and three other vessels as well.  Lives had been saved.  Hundreds.  And yet, Carroway had barely escaped being court-martialed for disobedience.  Even though she’d been right.  She’d been right to trust Lt. Vossie’s probabilities, and their captain had never forgiven either of them for it.

      The last year had been a long one full of demeaning orders and duties beneath both of their statures in rank.  Subtle slights and obviously held, but unspoken, grudges.  And now, instead of being promoted at a proper ceremony aboard the ship they’d been serving upon for years, Carroway and Vossie had been shipped off here to this backwater, converted-Reptassan station with no explanation of what to expect.

      Janessa Carroway had dreamed about being promoted to captain since she was a mere kitten, still only daydreaming about someday joining the great and grand Tri-Galactic Navy, let alone ever becoming a celebrated officer.

      Her daydreams had never gone like this.

      This didn’t feel like a celebration.  It felt like a punishment.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Carroway rumbled, rising from her seat in the shuttle.  She led the way to the shuttle’s airlock in the back, and Lt. Vossie followed her.

      As soon as the pair stepped through the second pair of airlock doors, placing paw upon the metal floor of Nexus Nine Base, they were greeted by a widely grinning German shepherd dog wearing a TGN captain’s uniform.  Carroway was tall for a cat, but this dog dwarfed her.  “Welcome, welcome!” the dog barked.  “I’m Captain Shep Bataille, and it’s an honor to meet you—”  He held out a paw toward the bristling Norwegian Forest cat.  “—Captain Janessa Carroway.”

      Carroway heard the change in her rank like a slap to the face.  Her pointed ears wanted to flatten tight against her skull, but with the force of effort, she kept them tall.  She even put out a paw and politely shook the gregarious dog’s hand.  She was a well-trained cat.  Never hiss or growl around dogs.  Don’t let them see what you’re really feeling.  Even when their slights burn you up inside.

      “And you must be Lieutenant Commander Vossie,” Captain Bataille barked, offering his paw to the Morphican.

      Lt. Vossie kept a cool head, but he looked genuinely confused as he stared up at the much taller dog.  “There must be some mistake,” the rabbit-like alien demurred.  “I’m a lieutenant, and my commanding officer here is Commander Carroway.”  Instead of taking the dog’s proffered paw, Vossie gestured at Carroway.  “At least, last we heard.”

      And there lay the crux of it.

      All three officers—dog, cat, and rabbit—stood awkwardly in the hall outside the airlock as they figured out what had happened, tension rising between them.

      “I’m so sorry,” Captain Bataille barked, his own triangular ears having dipped to half mast.  “There’s no ambiguity in the reports I’ve received.  Both of you should have received your promotions before arriving here.”  A stricken look flickered over his long muzzle.  “Your promotion ceremonies should have been performed before leaving your previous post.”

      Carroway’s scowl made it clear that there had been no promotion ceremonies.  Some feelings are so well earned that they’re not worth hiding, even from touchy dogs who don’t believe a cat is surrounded by hidden slights all of the time.

      “I could get my officers to try to throw something together...”  Captain Bataille offered, his eyes going hazy as he tried to figure out logistics.  “It’d have to be quick...”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Captain Carroway said, trying out her new title for herself in her own mind.  It didn’t feel right.  It felt fake.  Probably because she was supposed to have had a ceremony, and it never happened.  Her promotion felt like an afterthought.

      Lt. Cmdr. Vossie cast a quick glance at his newly minted captain.  She spotted a muted note of disappointment in his eye, and for a moment, she wondered if she should have taken this dog up on his offer to throw together a last-minute, ramshackle, hackneyed promotion ceremony for the two of them.  Perhaps Vossie would have enjoyed the ceremony, even if she didn’t think that she could.  Ah well, it was too late now.  Captain Bataille was already telling them about their new post.

      “I assume you’ll want to see your new ship!  The Wanderlust is a beauty.”  Captain Bataille’s brush of a tail wagged as he led them down the metal hallway, past other airlock berths, most of them empty, but a few hosting various docked vessels.

      “The Wanderlust?” Carroway asked, in spite of herself.  The name was pretty, and it conjured ideas of meandering through the universe, simply discovering for the sheer joy of discovery.  That’s what she’d joined the Tri-Galactic Union to do.  So, maybe, even if she’d missed out on a silly ceremony to celebrate her promotion, she’d still get a post that made it all worthwhile.  And hey, once she was the captain, no one would be ordering her around on her own ship.

      “Yes,” Captain Bataille woofed.  “The Wanderlust is a long-range, small crew vessel.”

      “How small?” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie asked, always one to pin down exact numbers.

      “She can be run by a crew of six in a pinch, but she’s designed for a crew of twelve to eighteen.”  Captain Bataille stopped walking and gestured at an open airlock with one of his large paws.

      Through the airlock doors, Carroway could see the central hall of a standard-design TGN ship.  No clues about the ship’s capabilities could be seen here, just closets for spacesuits, maintenance tools, and other supplies kept near an airlock.

      A head popped out of a door farther down the hall—the head of a short, very pretty dog, approximately the same size as Lt. Cmdr. Vossie.  The orange fur on the pretty dog’s ears was so long and draping, it made his face almost look like a butterfly with the white sploosh down his pointed nose serving as the butterfly’s body.  Carroway recognized his breed immediately as Papillon.

      “Captain Bataille!” the Papillon squeaked, clearly surprised by the group’s arrival.  “I wasn’t expecting you for another hour.”

      “I’m sure the ship’s fine, Ensign Lee,” Captain Bataille woofed.  Turning back to Carroway and Vossie, the German shepherd added, “This is Ensign Barry Lee, one of Nexus Nine Base’s finest.  We’ll be sorry to see him go.”

      “You’re part of my new crew, Ensign Lee?” Carroway asked, trying to strike the right note between coldly commanding and warmly welcoming.  She didn’t want to let any members of her new crew get the wrong idea about her being too soft.  She didn’t need them arguing with her about whether they needed to follow the orders of a cat.  On the other paw, this pipsqueak of a dog didn’t look too intimidating, and she did want to be on good terms with her crew.  A ship works better when the whole crew gets along.

      “Yes, captain!” Ensign Lee yipped while executing a smart salute with his paw.  “I’ve been working with the engineering team on Nexus Nine Base for the last few months, retrofitting The Wanderlust for her upcoming mission.  I know this ship inside and out, and while she’s an older model, we’ve spiffed her up good as new.  Better than new!”

      With a sinking feeling, Carroway realized that The Wanderlust must indeed be the heavily armed ship Vossie had pointed out to her during their approach.  The ship’s name might carry connotations of peaceful, meandering missions of first contact, science, and diplomacy... but it was an old name.  The blazor canons and electron torpedoes?  Those would be the retrofits.  She was sure of it.  She’d distinguished herself during war; she was being given command of a war vessel.  She feared learning what their first mission would be.

      The Tri-Galactic Union wasn’t at war with anyone right now.  Except for the Archidopteran skirmishes over a year ago, the TGU hadn’t been at war for a long time.  But there are always dangerous patches of space—places where you can’t trust your allies not to turn on you or aggressive newcomers to arrive.  Like the Archidopterans.  Carroway shuddered at the memory of fighting those insectile aliens, whose queen had been intent on conquest.  Similarly, until quite recently, the Reptassans had been at war with Avia, the planet orbited by Nexus Nine Base.  Even if the Tri-Galactic Union hadn’t officially been involved in that conflict, there had been plenty of room for dangerous missions and the loss of life.

      Captain Carroway had no interest in taking lives, but sometimes, it was necessary when another military attacked a peaceful target.  She had never meant to become a war captain during a time of peace, but it looked like that was what the Tri-Galactic Union was going to want from her.

      Ensign Barry Lee led Captain Carroway and Lt. Cmdr. Vossie through The Wanderlust, from stem to stern, an extremely thorough tour.  The ship had two barracks rooms, each capable of housing a half dozen officers comfortably.  There were individual quarters for both the captain and the first officer—meaning Carroway and Vossie—which were equipped to be shared with an additional two officers, in the case where the ship took on a fuller complement.  According to Ensign Lee, the ship had only been assigned six officers so far, including himself, Vossie, and Carroway.  An extremely minimal crew.  A fact that should have seemed reasonable—why not leave room for the new captain to pick a few officers of her own?—but somehow set off alarm bells between Carroway’s fluffy ears.

      In addition to the barracks and quarters, there was a small multi-purpose room with a synthesizer where officers could eat and do minimal exercise, and of course, there was the engine room.

      The tour of The Wanderlust ended on the small ship’s bridge where Captain Carroway reverently walked a circle around her new captain’s chair, right in the middle where she could keep an eye on all the other officers who would serve in this room.  Serve under her.  Serve her.

      It wasn’t a ceremony where her previous captain and crewmates celebrated her excellence, saying nice things about her and her accomplishments, and ending with the ritual addition of a captain’s rank pin to her collar.  She’d have to synthesize one and add it to her collar herself, later...

      But sitting down in her own captain’s chair for the first time...  It did feel like an accomplishment.  Even if everything had been done wrong, in ways specifically designed to hurt her, and it was the wrong kind of ship...  It was still her ship.

      As soon as Captain Carroway’s fluffy tail curled around her seated self, fluffy tip landing on her lap, all twitchy, Lt. Cmdr. Vossie whispered, “Congratulations, Captain.  You deserve it.”

      Captain Carroway smiled fiercely, pointy fangs peeking out and whiskers rising.  It felt good to be a captain.

      Carroway’s previous captain may have given her criminally negligent orders, tried to court martial her for disobeying them, and then spent more than a year punishing her for being better at his job than he’d been.  But that buffoon of a dog still hadn’t stopped her from earning her own captain’s chair.

      “How’s it feel?” Captain Bataille barked from behind her.  “I know my first captain’s chair felt like...”  He paused, stepping around to where he could make eye contact with the newly minted Norwegian Forest cat captain.  “...like I was finally home, and I’d been searching for home for a long time.”

      Captain Carroway’s smile softened, becoming no less real, but less savage, and her green eyes glazed, like she was looking at herself from a distance in her mind’s eye.

      “Yes,” Carroway agreed.  “That’s exactly what it feels like.”  Though, she thought, it would feel even more that way if another captain—a dog, no less—weren’t standing on her bridge, waiting to brief her on the orders for her ship’s first mission.  No worries.  Captain Bataille wouldn’t be on her ship much longer, and whatever horrible mission the Tri-Galactic Union had planned for this overclocked warship, she’d find a way to make the best of it.  She’d have Vossie at her side, and they’d pick a few more officers they could really rely on.  It would work out.  She’d prove herself, and she’d get better missions after this one.  Maybe even—one day—a better ship.  But this would do, for a start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            THE UNSAVORY NATURE OF THE MISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Shep Bataille whirled around the pilot’s seat at the front of the bridge and sat down, his brush of a tail still wagging behind him.  His positive demeanor made Captain Carroway almost hopeful about the nature of the mission he was about to assign her.  But deep inside, a quiet nagging part of herself knew better:  he was a dog.  He’d have looked at the bright, optimistic side of even the worst situations.

      “I bet you’re ready to hear about your mission,” Captain Bataille barked.

      “Yes, I am,” Carroway answered, tail tip twitching uncontrollably in her lap.  She swished her tail around behind herself where the twitching would be less obvious.

      Lt. Cmdr. Vossie took a seat at one of the scanning posts to the side of the bridge where he could listen.  His long ears were standing tall, but his bunny nose was twitching about as furiously as Captain Carroway’s tail tip.

      Ensign Lee was still standing, looking a little awkward, paws shuffling like he wasn’t sure what to do.  Captain Carroway was about to invite the Papillon to take a seat next to Vossie at one of the scanning stations, but Captain Bataille beat her to the punch.

      “Alright, then,” Bataille barked.  “First thing’s first.  Ensign Lee, you’re dismissed.”

      Carroway’s nose wrinkled, and she felt twitches crawling all over her back, rankling her with the impudence of this dog who thought he could order around her officers on her own ship.  Sure, it had only been her ship for about twenty minutes, and she’d only just met Barry Lee...  But was she captain, or wasn’t she?  Maybe things would never change, even if she did have a senior rank.

      Ensign Lee saluted smartly, his delicate paw briefly touching the tip of one of his butterfly-wing ears.  Then he scurried off the bridge.

      “I thought Ensign Lee was one of my officers,” Carroway hissed sharply between her fierce fangs.

      “He will be,” Bataille answered smoothly, unbothered by the angry Norwegian Forest cat glaring at him with green eyes as sharp as broken glass.  “Technically, though, while this ship was yours from the moment you stepped paw aboard it, Ensign Lee and the other crew members you’ll be taking from here don’t transfer from their posts on Nexus Nine Base to The Wanderlust until the beginning of first shift tomorrow.”

      This news soothed Captain Carroway’s raging heart some.  The German Shepherd wasn’t slighting her or impugning her rank.  He was simply following protocol to a strict degree.  Honestly, if her previous canine captain had been so precise, she would have liked him better.  It also would have stopped him from messing with her nearly as much.

      “Tell me about the mission,” Captain Carroway meowed, trying to make her voice as pretty and palatable as possible.  As if that had any chance of changing what mission this dog had already been told to assign her.  It didn’t.  But she couldn’t repress the urge to act placating to him in that moment anyway.

      “You’re familiar with the Reptassan situation in this arm of the galaxy, yes?” Captain Bataille asked.

      Both Norwegian Forest cat and Morphican cyborg nodded.

      “It’s a bad situation,” Bataille woofed, a grimace crossing his long muzzle.

      The Reptassans, a spacefaring species of cold-blooded reptilian aliens, had occupied several less technologically developed worlds in their region of space for years, oppressing those planets’ native peoples, including the deeply religious, bird-like Aviorans whose world Nexus Nine Base orbited.  Both Carroway and Vossie had known about that.  But neither of them had heard about the wolf-like Lupinians whose world orbited a neighboring star until Captain Bataille filled them in now.  The Lupinians’ world had fallen into a region of contested space until recently when the Tri-Galactic Union had signed that space over to the Reptassans as part of a highly politically charged peace treaty.

      The Tri-Galactic Union had offered to help any individuals living on Lupinia—which included the native wolf-like Lupinians, a colony of Arborealist squirrel settlers, and even a splinter colony of Aviorans—to a new world safely within the limits of union space, if they wished.

      Very few of the people living on Lupinia had wished to leave the world they were living on.  The world they knew as their home.  A world that now legally belonged to the Reptassans who also had a colony there.

      According to the Tri-Galactic Union and the Reptassan government, Lupinia was a world whose situation was peacefully, legally, and bindingly settled.  According to the mishmash of colonies living there, it was a world at war.  By and large, the colonists themselves weren’t fighting.  They were living their lives, but under the constant threat of attack from Reptassan retaliation against an illegal group of freedom-fighters who called themselves Anti-Ra, short for anti-Reptassan.

      “So, we’re dealing with illegal freedom fighters,” Captain Carroway mused.

      “Freedom fighters who deeply believe in their cause,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie added, pensively.

      “Yes,” Captain Bataille agreed.  “They believe they’re defending their homes.  Except...”

      “It’s not their home anymore.”  Captain Carroway’s tail lashed behind her.

      “I mean, it is,” Captain Bataille corrected.  “If they want it to be.  They just have to live under Reptassan rule.”

      “Not the easiest stricture,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie said drily.  “From what I’ve heard.”

      “No,” Captain Bataille agreed.  “My first officer is an Avioran.  She grew up under Reptassan occupation of her world, and she has a lot of sympathy for the Anti-Ra.  Regardless, we can’t let them threaten the peace between us and the Reptassans.”

      Captain Carroway drew a deep breath between her fangs.  “So, what is The Wanderlust supposed to do about all this?”

      “There’s a small, dense nebula near Lupinia.  It’s called the Dirt Cloud, because it’s such a mess to fly through.  The Anti-Ra forces have been hiding out there.  We need you to fly The Wanderlust all the way to the white dwarf star in its center—you can barely even see that there is a star in its center from outside—and use a vacuum bomb to ignite the white dwarf.”

      Lt. Cmdr. Vossie blinked.  On him, that was an expression of absolute shock.  “A vacuum bomb?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Captain Bataille agreed, grimly.  “It’s already loaded into The Wanderlust’s canons.”

      “Those are extremely rare,” Captain Carroway said, slowly, measuring out the words.  “Highly regulated.”

      “Into a white dwarf?” Vossie continued.

      “Yes,” Captain Bataille agreed again.

      “Inside a super dense nebula?” Vossie pressed.

      “Yes.  Is there a problem?” Bataille asked, his muzzle twisted into an expression of confusion.

      “No,” Vossie said, firmly.  His nose had stopped twitching, and somehow, that was much more disturbing to Carroway than when it had been keeping pace with her nervous, restless tail tip.  “I’m just making sure I understand the mission properly.”

      “Well, it sounds like you do.”  Captain Bataille grinned wolfishly.  It wasn’t that he looked predatory, just that his face had a wolfish shape to it.  He looked happy.  He’d done a good job of briefing the new captain and her first officer on their upcoming mission.

      He didn’t seem to have seen beneath the surface of that mission.  He was a dog, and he tended to take things at face value, like most dogs did.  But Captain Carroway could see the gears turning in her Morphican compatriot’s head.  Not literally.  Though, sometimes, the little lights on the computer implant in his brow flickered in a way that suggested to her that it was processing data.  Those lights had been flickering a lot during this conversation.

      “Captain,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie said, speaking directly to Carroway, bypassing the German Shepherd entirely.  “I’d like to suggest that you request Timothy Melbourne be added to The Wanderlust’s crew as our main pilot.”

      “Done,” Captain Carroway said without hesitation.  She could ask the Morphican about what he was up to later.  She trusted his judgment implicitly; a request from him was enough for her to take immediate action, even if the name Timothy Melbourne only rang the weakest of bells in her brain.  “Captain Bataille, you heard my first officer.”

      “Yes... I did...” Captain Bataille equivocated, looking oddly nervous for such a big dog in such a safe position.  “Isn’t Timothy Melbourne the cat who was stripped of his rank and arrested for⁠—”

      “Yes,” Vossie agreed, pleasantly, not waiting for the end of Bataille’s sentence.  “We need him.  He’s the best pilot in the union.”

      “Well...”  Captain Bataille frowned.  “I can put in a request to my higher ups, but it’s really not my decision.  He’s still in jail, serving his sentence on that penal asteroid.”

      “Yes, please, do put in a request,” Captain Carroway said.  “That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Very well,” Captain Bataille agreed, looking placated.  The question would be out of his paws, so he didn’t need to worry any more about it.  “Then I guess we’re done here.  Unless there’s anything else you need?”

      Captain Carroway gazed levelly at her Morphican first officer, watching the flickering lights on his computer implant settle down to steady green before answering the dog.  “No, I think we’re good, Captain Bataille.”

      “Excellent!”  Captain Bataille stood up, straightened his uniform and said, “You’re both welcome to enjoy the amenities on my station until The Wanderlust is prepared to embark.  The rest of your crew will report to you, here, first thing tomorrow.  You’re welcome to review their manifests, and if you’d like to request any changes or any additional officers be added to your crew, I’ll review those requests immediately.  As I understand it, this mission is of the utmost importance, so I expect you’ll want to get underway as soon as possible.”

      “I suppose we will,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie said with such an acerbic tone that it brought both captains to a stop.

      After an awkward moment, Captain Bataille barked a laugh.  “You’re a funny one, Lt. Cmdr. Vossie.”

      The very tip of Vossie’s left ear twitched, giving him a skewed, skeptical look.  “Morphicans are not usually known for their humor,” he said.  The acid hadn’t left his voice, but it had curdled, turning flat and toneless.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Carroway said to the hesitating German Shepherd, hoping it would hurry him on his way, so she could talk to her first officer in private.  She wanted to know what was bothering him so badly.  The mission hadn’t sounded too bad to her, but she was clearly missing something.  “I think we have all that we need for now.”

      Placated, Captain Bataille took his leave, and as soon as he was gone, Carroway turned to Vossie, green eyes asking him to spell out what he’d seen without any need for her to say the actual words.

      Vossie watched the hall leading to the bridge for several beats longer than Carroway felt was strictly necessary.  However, his long ears could hear Captain Bataille’s canine tread walking down the hall, and he waited until the German Shepherd was all the way off their ship before speaking.

      When Lt. Cmdr. Vossie finally spoke, his captain felt like her feline patience had been stretched well beyond its natural limit.  The Morphican said, “It’s a suicide mission.”
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      “Are you sure?” Captain Carroway asked, already feeling hollow inside.  The Norwegian Forest cat wanted her Morphican first officer to say he wasn’t sure, that he might be wrong.  But he wouldn’t say that.  And she didn’t doubt him.  So, Carroway asked another question, instead of waiting for a confirmation she didn’t need and wouldn’t like hearing.  “How?  And why didn’t that bastard just say so?”

      The Norwegian Forest cat scowled down the empty central corridor of her new ship—a giant space coffin, apparently—at where she’d last seen the scoundrel of a German Shepherd who had so cheerfully informed her of the facts necessary to send her and her ship’s crew to their deaths.  A crew she mostly hadn’t even met yet, but she already felt responsible for them.

      “I don’t believe the captain knew,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie said.  His voice sounded as hollow as Captain Carroway felt.  “I only know because I happen to have an obscure interest in the physics of super dense nebulae.”

      Even with the specter of her death thrown over her, Captain Carroway couldn’t help smiling at Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s confession.  He had a lot of obscure interests.  It was one of the things she liked about him.  She never knew what kind of obscure trivia he might share with her.  Obscure trivia proved very useful—sometimes life-saving—more often than most people seemed to expect.

      “So, what can we do?” Carroway asked.

      “We can hope that Tim Melbourne is as good of a pilot as he was when he got thrown into jail.”

      “Anything else?”

      Lt. Cmdr. Vossie shrugged his narrow rabbity shoulders.  “I can hole up in my new quarters and do some research, but basically, we’re supposed to set off a bomb deep in the middle of a nebula that will lead to a collapsing chain reaction which we’re very unlikely to escape alive.  Our vacuum bomb will turn the Dirt Cloud into a brand new black hole, and it’ll neatly take out the entire Anti-Ra resistance with it.  But unless Tim Melbourne can slingshot this little ship off the growing gravity well as it expands...”  Vossie shrugged again.  “I don’t have any other tricks up my sleeves.”

      “You’ll find something,” Carroway said, fervently believing it.

      The tip of Vossie’s long left ear twitched, and his prim mouth quirked into half of a smile around his buck teeth.  “I will do my best,” he said.  “What will you do?”

      “Get to know our new crew,” Carroway said.  If she was going to lead them to death, she should get to know them as much as she could first.  “We’ll meet back here in the evening.”

      “I will synthesize a bottle of cream wine and appropriate, new rank pins for our collars,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie said, anticipating his captain’s request.

      “Exactly,” Carroway agreed.  “We’ll have our own little promotion ceremony, just the two of us on our new ship.  Then we’ll discuss what we’ve learned and figure out a plan to make the best of this mission.”

      With that, Vossie retired to his new quarters, and Carroway grabbed a tablet computer with the manifest for her new crew on it and headed out to explore Nexus Nine Base.  It didn’t take her long to find the esplanade in the middle of the station, lined with shops and stalls where merchants sold local goods.  The real hub of activity, though, seemed to be Scharm’s Bar, so Carroway got herself a table, ordered the local specialty which seemed to be a fruit juice called Jumaria nectar, and settled down to study her crew manifest.

      When the bartender—a Sliggurm who was basically a giant slug-like alien with rows of tiny hands all along each edge of his translucent body and four bulbous eyestalks on the top of his head—brought Carroway her order, she put out the word with him that if anyone on her manifest showed up, he should send them her way.  A gray squirrel at a nearby table overheard and invited himself to join her.  He turned out to be the station’s doctor—a bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, and fast-talking fellow who seemed to know everyone on the station.  Which made sense... as the doctor, he’d do regular check-ups on everyone, and given his extremely friendly demeanor, it wasn’t surprising that he seemed to think of practically everyone he’d ever met as a close friend.

      Captain Carroway learned more than she’d wanted to know about the two cats and a dog who’d be reporting to her tomorrow morning alongside Ensign Kim.  They were all junior officers; the highest ranking was the canine lieutenant.  All four of them were young, green, untested.  And most ominously, it sounded like none of them had much in the way of close family members nor any obvious romantic partners.  Both cats had been orphans raised in catteries; both dogs had come from rare one-puppy litters and had already each lost at least one of their elderly parents.

      Maybe Captain Bataille didn’t know he was sending her and her crew on a suicide mission, but she would have bet her fluffy tail that whichever admiral dreamed up this plan knew exactly what they were doing.  Which raised all sorts of questions.  For instance, if the Anti-Ra were hiding all of their forces in the Dirt Cloud—including low level officers who weren’t necessarily responsible for the policy choices of their commanders—then wasn’t it a war crime to simply destroy the whole nebula too fast for anyone to escape?

      Or it would be a war crime.  If they were at war.  And if the admiral who ordered the firing of the vacuum bomb would admit to understanding what it was going to do.

      Captain Carroway didn’t want to be the Tri-Galactic Union’s fumbling, “accidental” assassin.  She was a throwaway officer who’d caused trouble with Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s help, and now the higher ups were going to get rid of her, along with her accomplice and a handful of young officers who’d been deemed disposable.  All of Carroway’s thoughts were dark, dismal, and horrible, in spite of the effervescent Jumaria juice buzzing through her veins like strong coffee, making her mind feel bright and far too awake.

      If it weren’t for the looming specter of her suicide mission, Carroway would have had a lovely time chatting with the pretty little squirrel doctor.  He was very handsome and flirty, and Carroway had always had a soft spot for pretty little squirrel men.  But as it was, after a few rounds of Jumaria juice, she excused herself and went back to The Wanderlust.

      Carroway and Vossie had a quiet little ceremony where they took turns pinning their new rank insignias on the other’s collar, followed by a solemn toast with stemmed glasses of synthesized cream wine.  Then they spent the rest of the day reading everything they could about super dense nebulae, vacuum bombs, the growth patterns of artificially induced black holes, and the situation between Reptiss and Lupinia.  It was a bleak way to spend one of their final days, but neither of them would give up hope that this suicide mission could be survived.

      Lt. Cmdr. Vossie wouldn’t give up, because he truly believed that knowledge was salvation and had a chance to save them.  Captain Carroway wasn’t so sure of that.  But she couldn’t give up, because Vossie, Lee, another dog, and two cats were all going to be following her orders.  She owed them her best attempt to save their lives, even if she felt ready to despair about her own.

      Come night—or what served for it aboard a ship docked at a space station—Carroway was about ready to give up and hope that for the first time ever, Vossie was wrong, and this wasn’t a suicide mission.  The two of them had read the situation entirely wrong.  Clearly, the Tri-Galactic Union wouldn’t send them on a death march to murder an entire fleet of freedom fighters.  She was on the verge of insisting that she and Vossie get some rest before facing their fresh-faced junior crew officers the next morning.  When suddenly, Carroway received a brief communication from Captain Bataille on her tablet computer:  her request to requisition Timothy Melbourne had been approved.  The felonious feline had been released on a temporary, conditional parole and was already in transit to Nexus Nine Base.  He would arrive, ready to join their crew, only hours after the other new officers would report to her in the morning.

      Captain Bataille relayed the information with obvious surprise, and as soon as their conversation was over, Captain Carroway felt her heart breaking.

      After reviewing the dossiers on her new crew members from Nexus Nine Base, Captain Carroway had looked up the records on Timothy Melbourne.  He’d never even graduated from the Tri-Galactic Union Naval Academy.  Not technically.  He’d been a really promising student, part of an elite squadron on track to get plum positions as soon as they graduated and received their first postings.  But he’d coerced several of his friends in that elite squadron to join him in performing an overly complicated and dangerous flight maneuver during a performance they gave to set off their year’s commencement ceremonies.

      Tim Melbourne had pulled his part off flawlessly, but one of the students he’d coerced hadn’t been up to such a challenge.  Two of the five shuttles involved in the maneuver crashed into each other, sending them into a spiral that took down two more.  All in all, three students died.  Of the remaining survivors, one student was dismissed dishonorably from the Tri-Galactic Navy with no further retribution, and Tim Melbourne had been serving hard for the last three years.

      If the admiral who’d ordered this mission was willing to send Tim Melbourne to Carroway without even asking questions...  There was no question here.  Vossie was right.  This was a suicide mission, and it was condoned by top brass.  There was no way out.  Any attempt from her to dodge this fate would just leave it to fall on another officer’s shoulders, while the dogs who didn’t like Carroway found another way to get rid of her and Vossie.  She didn’t have a weighty enough voice to actually stop this mission from happening, and if she was honest with herself, based on what she’d been reading about the Anti-Ra’s terrorist tactics, she wasn’t sure it would be the right thing to do anyway.  The Anti-Ra needed to be stopped.

      All Carroway could do was figure out how to handle her singular tenure as captain gracefully.  Maybe Vossie could pull a trick out of his sleeve, or maybe Tim Melbourne was a good enough pilot to beat the odds.  But in case they weren’t...  Well, Carroway had to do her best by her crew, and that meant dismissing as many of them as possible before the mission even began.  She needed Melbourne, and Vossie was in this with her from the start.  But did The Wanderlust really need six officers to crew her?
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